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XIII. Some Obfervations on Swarms of Gnats, 
particularly one feen at Oxford, Auguft 
20, 1766. In a Letter to Charles Morton, 
M. D. Sec. R. S. from the Rev. John Swin- 
ton, B. D. F. R. S. Member of the 
Academy degli Apatifti at Florence, and 
of the Etrufcan Academy of Cortona in 
Tufcany. 

Dear Sir, 
Read Feb. 26/ ■ vfj g g nats h av ebeen more numerous, 
1 °/- X as well as more noxious, here, during 
the months of July, Auguft, and September, 1766, 
than perhaps they were ever known to be before in the 
memory of man. So many myriads of them have 
fometimes occupied the fame part of the atmofphere, 
in contiguous bodies, that they have refembled a 
very black cloud, greatly darkened the air, and almofl: 
totally intercepted the folar rays. The repeated 
bites likewife of thefe malignant infects have been 
fo fevere, that the legs, arms, heads, and other- 
parts, affected by them, in many perfons, have been 
fwelled to an enormous fize. The colour alfo of 
thefe parts, at the fame time', was red and fiery, 
perfectly fimilar to that of fome of the moft alarming, 
inflammations. 

As the natural hiftory of thefe troublefome infe&s.is 
fufrlckntly known, having been given us, with great 
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accuracy and precifion, by Moufet, Swammerdam, 
Reaumur, and others, it would be fuperfluous to 
expatiate upon them here. But I cannot forbear 
taking notice of one very remarkable property of thefe 
little mifchievous animals, which lately prefented 
itfelf to my view, and which has not yet perhaps been 
duly attended to by any naturalift. Being in the 
garden belonging to the Fellows of Wadham Col* 
lege, with the Reverend Mr. Allen, Fellow of that 
houfe, on Wednefday, Auguft 20, 1766, about half 
an hour before fun-fet, fueh an immenfe number of 
gnats filled the attnofphere, in which we breathed, as 
I had never feen before. We both of us alfo then 
obferved fix columns, formed intirely of thefe infedts, 
afcending from the tops of fix boughs of an apple-tree, 
in another garden, feparated from that we were in by a 
partition- wall, to the height of at leaft fifty or flirty 
feet. Two of thefe columns feemed perfectly erecT: 
and perpendicular, three of them oblique, and one 
approached fomewhat towards a pyramidal form. 
That bodies of gnats, in figure a little fimilar to the 
pillars mentioned here, are now and then to be feen, 
we learn from an ingenious * author; but that thefe 
bodies ever afcend fifty or fixty feet, has not, I believe, 
been yet obferved by any zoologer or natural hiftorian. 
It may not be improper to remark, that fome of 
thefe gnats had their bodies greatly diftended, and 
fwoln much beyond their ufual fize, by the un- 
common quantities of blood they had imbibed. One 
of them, in particular, being killed at the caftle here, 
feemed considerably larger than any of the reft, and 

* Tho. Moufet, Inferior, five Mintmor, Animal, tbeatr. c. xiii. 
p. 82. Londini, 1634. , . 
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had as much blood expreflfed from it as ftained or 
befmeared part of a wall three or four inches fquare. 

I have been informed by the Reverend Dr. 
Wyndham, Warden of Wadham College in this 
Univei fity, that, about thirty years ago, many columns 
of gnats were perceived to rife from the top of the 
fteeple of the cathedral church at Salifbury, by a con- 
fiderable number of people. He likewife declared, 
that thefe columns were feen both by himfelf and 
the Reverend Dr. John Clarke, then Dean of Salis- 
bury j that, at a fmall diftance, they refembled fmokej 
and that this at nrft occafioned a fort of alarm, many 
believing that the church was on fire. 

I {hall only beg leave at prefent to add, that the 
Reverend Mr. Berkeley, Student of Chrift-Church, as 
he allured me, was entertained with an appearance 
iimilar to that I had feen, the fame evening, in the 
country, at a fmall diftance from Oxford j that fome 
of the bodies of gnats perceived by him, unlefs he 
was deceived, afcended much higher than thofe I had 
obferved ; and that I am, with all due fentiments of 
fefpeft, Sir, 

Your much obliged, 
and moft obedient, 

humble fervant, 

Nov. i5,° 1766! * John Swinton. 
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